This is an extremely difficult book to read--not because it is poorly written, but precisely because it is written so well. The stories of these women are gut-wrenching. Sociologist Miriam Williams Boeri sets out to study an almost invisible group of women and really accomplishes much more than that. This study is a window on an America produced by suburbanization, patriarchy, and social class division. What emerges from this candid, engaged, and detailed study is a picture of how a marginalized population is produced by the convergence of those forces. The author applies a wide variety of appropriate theoretical models from sociology, including Howard Becker's resilient idea of the drug career, Pierre Bourdieu's concept of social capital, Erving Goffman's interaction ritual, the Thomas Theorum (that what is believed to be real is real in its consequences) and a rich ethnographic tool-kit of typologies and middle-range theoretical models that give her data coherence and meaningful context.
Boeri describes a social landscape that she calls post-modern suburbia. This is not the stereotypical suburbia of homogeneous middle-class blandness and security. It is a new and much more complex social landscape possibly the result of the expanding ring of suburbs around cities encroaching on existing rural culture. This has left pockets of typically rural poverty encircled by more typically middle-class sprawl. Such pockets are significant structural features of the post-modern suburbia, in which most of these stories take place. Exacerbating the structural features that support meth use in post-modern suburbia is the recent Great Recession. Lives that were already marginal plummet into desperation in such times.
Each chapter of this book begins with the name of an individual ethnographic subject and her story. This gives the book an accessible empirical grounding. These are often followed by related stories and then a theoretical concept that gives the stories broader context. Then additional stories are told, with the theoretical concepts already integrated into them. This is a masterful approach to the wedding of theory and data to which the social sciences aspire. For example, having introduced Bourdieu's idea of social capital and how it can be manifested through bonding (relationships within groups) and bridging (relationships across group lines), Boeri describes how subjects relate to each other to produce bonds and with "mainstream" social entities to produce bridges. Methodology is also woven continuously through this volume. The author explains what she and her collaborators did at every stage and for every facet of the study. A more detailed methods chapter is appended, but there is more than enough explanation of how these stories were obtained in the chapters in which they are told to make the reader feel very present in them.
The universal significance of class structure and the utility of class analysis are not lost in this volume. That is one of the great values of the focus of this research on post-modern suburbia where the classes live in closer social proximity with one another. In the city, the classes may live within yards of one another, but social distance is maintained. In what we might now call "classical suburbia," homogeneity is the rule. In post-modern suburbia the social capital bridges can be crossed in either direction -toward the mainstream or toward the drug underculture.
A chapter on policy implications makes the importance of a work like this clear. We are, after all, our brother's (or in this case our sister's) keeper. That our laws, policies, and social structure predict that people will fall through the cracks as is so graphically described in this volume must be addressed.
